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In Memoriam
David Pingree (1933–2005)
David Edwin Pingree was born on 2 January 1933 in New Haven, Connecticut. He attended Phillips Academy,
Andover, where he was drawn to what became his lifelong study of Sanskrit texts through references to them in
the works of New England transcendentalists such as Thoreau. Upon graduating from Andover in 1950, he entered
Harvard University, where he completed a joint concentration in classics and Sanskrit and was elected to the Phi Beta
Kappa Society. He mentioned in later life that he had to choose his undergraduate courses carefully in his last two
years to keep from accumulating enough credits to force him to graduate prematurely! He successfully remained an
undergraduate until 1954, when he received a Fulbright scholarship to study Greek manuscripts in the Vatican Library.
It was there that he began to explore the relationships between Greek and Indian varieties of astrology.
On returning to Harvard as a doctoral student, again focusing on classics and Sanskrit, Pingree pursued the Greek
side of this subject as a junior fellow in the Dumbarton Oaks Byzantine Studies program in 1956–1957, and the
Indian side during a year at the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute in Pune, India, in 1958–1959. His studies
in Pune included not only reading Sanskrit manuscripts and informal astrology lessons with a practicing jyotis
.
ı¯ or
Indian astrologer, but also his first encounter with the ancient text Yavana-ja¯taka or “Greek Horoscopy”, the earliest
surviving Sanskrit text on Greek astrological methods.
After his stay in India, Pingree consulted the historian of ancient science Otto Neugebauer, the founder of Brown
University’s Department of the History of Mathematics, about apparently Babylonian elements he had noticed in the0315-0860/2006 Published by Elsevier Inc.
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his own death in 1990, as the most significant influence in shaping his scholarly career. His doctoral thesis, Materials
for the Study of the Transmission of Greek Astrology to India, was completed in 1960 under the guidance of his other
honored guru, Daniel H.H. Ingalls of Harvard’s Department of Sanskrit and Indian Studies. By that time he had already
begun to publish articles in the Journal of the American Oriental Society on evidence of Greek/Indian connections in
ancient astronomical and astrological texts.
Several key elements of David Pingree’s research were thus already established by the time he was about 26: the
methods of the “Neugebauer school” of history of science, with its emphasis on languages and on careful technical
scrutiny of primary sources; the focus on what he called the “kinematics” of scientific development or its transmis-
sions between cultures, particularly transmissions involving Hellenistic ideas and the unparalleled richness of Indian
scientific literature; and the crucial role played by astrology and other ex-sciences such as divination and astral magic
in tracing the course of these historical developments. He would later assign to graduate students in Brown’s History
of Mathematics Department Neugebauer’s 1951 mini-manifesto on these core ideas, “The Study of Wretched Sub-
jects”, a biting rejoinder to more fastidious historians of science who considered astrology too intellectually degraded
to be worthy of serious historical study. He nonetheless remained wryly aware that serious students of the history of
astrology were liable to fall between two stools: colleagues and audiences with scientific training tended to evince a
puritanical horror of the unscientific nature of the subject, and more tolerant humanists were often unable or unwilling
to follow detailed mathematical investigations of its technical content that provided the basis for historical conclusions
about transmission of science.
Between 1960 and 1963 Pingree was a junior fellow at Harvard, with periodic excursions to Brown to work with
Neugebauer and other colleagues there. He also began learning Arabic in order to explore the Islamic and Islamicate
contributions to the almost pan-Eurasian diffusion of the Babylonian-inspired exact sciences during the medieval
period. In 1963 he left New England (“sent” by Neugebauer, as he later described it, “to become involved in astral
omens” [Pingree, 1997]) as the new assistant professor of Ancient Science in the Oriental Institute of the University
of Chicago, jointly appointed in the Departments of History, South Asian Languages, and Near Eastern Languages.
Working with Assyriologist colleagues in the Oriental Institute, he expanded his knowledge of Akkadian and his study
of Babylonian astronomy and divination.
In the eight years he spent at Chicago he began to publish, in addition to detailed studies of individual astronomical
and astrological texts and broader surveys of cross-cultural scientific transmission, catalogues and surveys of Sanskrit
manuscript sources, including the first volume of his bio-bibliographical compendium Census of the Exact Sciences
in Sanskrit. The importance of identifying and disseminating unpublished texts in the Indian tradition, where there are
so many manuscripts that are still so little known, remained central in his work; this aspect of his research is discussed
further by Plofker [in press].
In 1971 Pingree left the University of Chicago, where he was then full professor, to succeed Otto Neugebauer
shortly after his nominal retirement in the History of Mathematics Department at Brown, with a joint appointment
in the Classics Department. He was to remain at Brown for the rest of his life. Along with Neugebauer and their
two colleagues in history of math, the Assyriologist Abraham Sachs and the classicist and Arabist Gerald Toomer,
Pingree generated a massive amount of groundbreaking research in his first decade at Brown, including some of his
seminal articles on cross-cultural scientific transmissions: “The Mesopotamian Origin of Early Indian Mathematical
Astronomy” and “The Greek Influence on Early Islamic Mathematical Astronomy” in 1973; “The Recovery of Early
Greek Astronomy from India” in 1976; and “Islamic Astronomy in Sanskrit” in 1978. His publications from this pe-
riod also include the major topical essay “History of Mathematical Astronomy in India” in the Dictionary of Scientific
Biography, his edition and translation of the above-mentioned Yavana-ja¯taka of Sphujidhvaja, and his and Neuge-
bauer’s edition and translation of the Pañcasiddha¯ntika¯ or “Five Treatises” of the sixth-century Indian astronomer
Vara¯hamihira.
In these studies, Pingree expanded the “Neugebauer school’s” focus on interactions between scientific cultures to
include the vast field of ancient and medieval South Asia. Many of his approaches followed in the footsteps not just
of Neugebauer but also of Indian scholars such as Bapu¯ Deva ´Sa¯strı¯ and Sudha¯kara Dvivedı¯, whose often-neglected
textual studies in the decades around the turn of the twentieth century had done so much to clear up the frequent
confusions and flounderings of early European Indologists in the 18th and 19th centuries. Careful but bold in his
reconstructions of ancient developments, Pingree showed the many textual and technical connections between Indian
exact sciences and those of the cuneiform, Hellenistic Greek, pre-Islamic Persian, and Islamic worlds. Nonetheless,
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and being influenced by their neighbors, they remained original and innovative within the unique shaping forces of
their respective cultures.
These positions did not always endear him either to those he termed the “Hellenophiles”, who preferred to reserve
the concept of “science” exclusively for a limited subset of Western scientific thought, or to the, e.g., Indo- or Sino- or
Islamophiles, who rejected all suggestions of foreign influence as pernicious manifestations of racism or colonialism
or Orientalism. Pingree acutely observed that many of the latter group were in fact a sort of crypto-Hellenophiles,
since they accepted the same narrow normative limits on the definition of science while quibbling over questions of
priority or originality within those limits. It is a measure of the profound importance of his work that while a number
of his conclusions about scientific transmissions have been passionately disparaged or rejected, they have rarely been
convincingly shown to be wrong.
These “big picture” conclusions were built up from his unceasing, painstaking work on textual and historical details.
He continued during his 34-year career at Brown to produce critical editions and translations of Greek, Latin, Arabic,
Akkadian, and Sanskrit texts as well as shorter studies and bibliographic surveys, many of them in collaboration
with colleagues or students. Beginning in the 1970s, students came from literally all over the world (Japan and New
Zealand as well as North America and Europe) to work with him. He directed about 10 doctoral dissertations, 2 still
in progress at the time of his death, in Brown’s History of Mathematics and Classics Departments as well as at other
institutions. This was in addition to his service on many editorial boards of journals and publication series, including
Brill’s Islamic Theology, Philosophy and Science series, Journal for the History of Astronomy, Journal for the History
of Arabic Science, International Journal of the Classical Tradition, and Historia Mathematica.
Owing to Pingree’s conviction of the crucial importance of training new researchers, his self-imposed teaching
workload was often extremely heavy, especially after he became in the mid-1980s the Department’s only full-time
professor: he taught at least two or three courses each semester to each graduate student enrolled and often taught
undergraduate courses as well, besides readily undertaking to supervise individual study at the undergraduate or
graduate level for students in other programs. Although he declined to offer an undergraduate concentration or major
in the History of Mathematics Department—arguing that it was unfair to expect undergraduates to acquire in less than
four years the linguistic and technical background necessary to do serious comparative textual study, and pointless to
set them any less challenging task—he worked hard for the cause of undergraduate teaching at Brown in his own and
related fields, including language instruction in Sanskrit and Akkadian.
The awards and honors bestowed in recognition of Pingree’s many achievements are too numerous to list, and a
sample will have to suffice. He received a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1975, a MacArthur Fellowship in 1981 (part of
the proceeds of which he used to support Sanskrit teaching at Brown), and an honorary doctorate from the University of
Chicago in 1992. He was a member of the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton and of the American Philosophical
Society, a fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, university professor at Brown University, and from
1995 to 2001 A.D. White Professor-at-Large at Cornell.
After struggling for several years with worsening complications from diabetes, David Pingree died in hospital on
11 November 2005. He is survived by his wife and daughter and three siblings. The Department of the History of
Mathematics at Brown University, which in any case was not expected to outlast his projected retirement in 2006, has
consequently ceased to exist.
References
Pingree, David, 1997. A brief history of the Department. http://www.brown.edu/Departments/History_Mathematics/
history.html.
Plofker, Kim., in press. Eloge: David Pingree. Isis.
Further reading
Anon., 2005. Current bibliography of David Pingree (as of July 2003). In: Burnett, Charles, et al. (Eds.), Studies in
the History of the Exact Sciences in Honour of David Pingree. Brill, Leiden, pp. 863–881.
6 In Memoriam / Historia Mathematica 34 (2007) 3–6Cummings, Peter, 1963. Profile: David E. Pingree. The Harvard Crimson. http://www.thecrimson.com/article.
aspx?ref=491857.
Sripada, Kam, 2005. Only full-time prof. in dept. of history of mathematics dies at 72. The Brown Daily Herald,
18 November 2005.
Kim Plofker
Department of Mathematics, University of Utrecht,
and International Institute for Asian Studies,
Leiden, The Netherlands
E-mail address: Kim_Plofker@alumni.brown.edu
Available online 30 October 2006
